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A difcourfe concerning the Sepulchral Lamps of the 
Ancients , fiewing the pofftbility of their being 
made divers w aies, read before the Philoibphical 
Society o/Oxford, May the 7. 1 6?- A c . ^Robert 
Plot LL, D, Director 0/ Experiments to the [aid 
Society. 

Mr. Prejident and Gentlemen, 

YO U may well remember that at the lad meeting, I 
fhewed you that the downy part oi the Mineral 
call'd Linum AsbejUnum , Earth-flax , or Salamanders 
Wooll, would make, and do the office of a ^/^tolerably 
well,- it having burnt from about nine in the morning 
( being ftiil fupplyed with Oyl) till about four in the af- 
ternoon ( about what time that SeJ/ion broke up ) with- 
out fenfible diminution .-yet it was objected that upon 
other trials a, friability had been found in it, which ar- 
gued fome fort of confumption ; and that allowing it in- 
vincible in the fire, yet there might be fome danger of 
its being clog d by the impurities of the beft Oyl that 
could be got, or any way prepared. To the firlt of 
which Objeblions it was then anfwer'd , that there was 
no iuch abiolute neceffity of making ufe of that Wooll, 
but that another WeiJ^ might be contrived , againft 
which that exception could not lye ,• luch as a Metallin 
Wire, efpecially of the beft refined Gold f whofe prero- 
gativeit is, not to be diminifn't by fire,) that will lick 
up Oyl as well as any other Wei\, and To make a perpe- 
tual flame, provided it be fupplyed with a perpetual Oyl •- 
this I muft confefs I have often heard afTerted, but ne- 
ver applied my felt to the trial oi the Experiment, till 
I received your commands to do it the laft week ; in 
execution whereof I found that in a Faggot of Wire 
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made of anneal 'd Iron , of a futable bignefs for a Weil^, it; 
would not fucceed by any manner of means I could rea- 
dily think.of; nor have I much reafon to think it will, 
after the moft mature deliberation, either in Wire of 
Silver or Gold (though, I dare not pronounce the con- 
trary till trial has been made) the nature of them all 
feeming not much different, as to this particular. If 
therefore it be neceffary, that we mult have a perpetual 
Weik for the making fuch perpetual Sepulchral Lamps, 
as were uled by the Ancients, I think we mutt (lick to 
the firft kind, made of Linum Asbeftinum, ox Salaman- 
ders-wool ■, which if it any way can be fupplied with a 
perpetual Oyl ( as I fhall prefently fhew you ) 1 hope you 
will not judg me far from effecting the matter. Now 
that there may be fuch a Bitumen or inexhaujlihle Oyl, I 
fhall not need to trouble you with thzTefti 'monies of old. 
Authors, or carry you into Italy, or other forreign parts : 
for will you but allow me an inconfumable Wez^, I will 
carry you no further than Pitchford in Shrvpjhire, where 
there is a Naphta or liquidbitumen ( a Specimen whereof 
I have here to fhew you) that conftantly iflues forth 
with a Spring there, and floats upon the Water: this I 
would have feparated before it joynes with the water in- 
to a ductus of its own, and fo conveyed to the place, 
thought moft convenient for fuch a Lamp, into which 
it fhould as perpetually diftill, as it does now into the 
fountain ; which I doubt not but you will allow may be 
done, without any great matter of difficulty : and iffo, 
we have an Oyl, aseverlajtzngas outWeikj. nor need ws 
to fear any extinction i£ inclofed in a To mb or Vault un- 
derground, in never fo damp or moilt a place,- it being 
tlicCharacieri/tic of a bitumen, to burn belt where there 
is moifture, as is evident upon affufion of water upon 
Sea-coal. And this is oneway I have thought of, that 
fuch a perpetual Sepulchral Lamp might poflibly be con- 
trived.But if you will be foftncl: with me,as not to alow 
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this to be a perpetual Wei\, or that 'tis probable one 
fhould be made any other way* as unlikely may it feem 
to molt ( that I fay not to this Society ) that there was 
ever any fuch thing as a perpetual Lamp ; notwithfland- 
ing the'Tefiimonies of St. Aujlin, Plutarch, Pliny, Luoovi- 
cus Vives, Baptijla Porta, Licetw, Pancir alius, and divers 
others, whereoffome are faid tohavi. burnt a iooc, iome 
i joo years. But 1 dare not think io many, and Jo very 
good Authors, have all impofed upon us } or that 'tis al- 
moit poffib!e that fo many notable inftances as are 
brought for them, ihould all be falfe. Much rather 
therefore fhall I determine (than wholly explode the 
thing) that the liquor of theie Lamps did burn without 
any Snuff or Wei\ at all, as we fee Camphor e and molt 
bitumens will, it not being exprefs't ( that I remember) 
fcarce in any of the relations or theie Lamps, that they 
were found with any Weiks, whence both the inconve- 
niencies above mention d attending a JVet\, ipfo faSlo 
ceafe. It only therefore remaining that we find out an 
tnexhaujlible Oyl, which conveyed to a fit vefTel might 
cauiefuch a Lamp; why may notour bitumen at Pitch- 
fordizxvQ, the turn ? which no queftion will burn without 
a Weik^, as well as any other liquid bitumen : for I begged 
not above in this inftance the favour oi-zWeih^ out of ne- 
ceffity, but that I was willing to (hew the probability of 
its being done as many waies as I could. AH the obje ■ 
ction I can forefee that is likely to obtain advantage 
againftfuch an Experiment, is that fuch a Lamp as this, 
would as likely burn in the o'pen Air, as in an inciofed 
damp Vault, whereas the Lamps of the Ancients did nqu- 
rifh their flame belt, where there was moil want of Air, 
only in dole Vaults and Tombs, and were prefently ex- 
tinguish' t upon the leaftimmiffion of External Air, theie 
being qualities neceflary, and almoft alwaies afferted 
as concomitants of the Ancient Sepulchral Lamps. To 
which I anfv/er firft, that fome of the Lamps of the An- 
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cie??ts i did as well burn in the open Air, asinclofe damp 
Vaults, as thatmention'd by St. Auftin in his book de Ci- 
vitate Dei, which hung in the Temple of Venus alwaies 
expofed to the open weather, yet was never either con- 
fumed or extinguifh't. The Lamp alfo found in the 
Tomb of Pallas the Arcadian, fiain by Turnus in the Tro- 
jan War, was of this kind, which remain' d burning af- 
ter it was taken forth, notwithstanding either Wind or 
Water , with which fome did endeavor to quench it. 
Now admitting out Lamp at Pitchford fhould thus burn 
indifferently under both circumftances, what are we the 
worfe ? Since I never heard that the Lamp mention' d. 
by St. Auftin, or of Pallas, were ever the lefs efteemed. 
or admired, becaufe they could not be extinguifht by 
the open Air, as moft of the reft have been faid to be. 
But if any body be k> wife that He mult have anOyl in. 
all particulars aniwerable to that other fort of the An- 
cients, that burns beft where there is want of Air, and 
is deftroyed by its admijjion : let Him but go with me 
into Flint-Jhire to the Coale-works ofSr. Roger Mojlynoi 
Moftyn in that County, and He may have fatisfa&ion ; 
where the Miners wnen they have dugg fo' deep, that 
they begin to perceive a want ok Air, find a blewiih flame 
to begin to kindle of it felf in the fifiures of the Coal 
( at which, by way of fport, they fometimes light their 
Candles) which blazes, and moves up and down conti- 
nually, and fometimes fhines too upon the furface of 
the water in the bottom of the Pits, fhewing all the co- 
lours of the Rainbow, which yet upon drawing up of 
the water that a nnoyes the works^ and thereby ihrring 
the Air , will leave burning* but as they fmk lower, 
and are more remote from the day or fupert rraneous Air, 
flili increafes uoon them : whence it plainly appears that 
this is a fort of fire that fo little requires Air for the 
maintenance of it,- that it burns beft when there is leaft 
Air,zud is extinguifht when diftarb'd by the motion of it j 
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as the ancient Lamps arefaidto be, upon the iiumijjion 
of external Air. This therefore mult be the fire fitteit 
for this fort of Sepulchral Lamps ( for it feems they were 
not all alike ) for the account whereof, we all Hand 
obliged to an eminent member of this Society, the learn- 
ed Dr. Bat bur jt Dean of Wells, and Pre/dent or' Trinity Col- 
lege Oxon. By v/hofe care the relation of the flrange Pf.ie- 
nomena of this fort of fire, ftand regifterd in the Philofo- 
phical Tranfablions, Numb. 1 3 <5 . to all pofterity. Since 
which it has aifo been taken notice of, in the Co a I- w or h^ 
of Sommerfet-Jhire , by the ingenious Mr: Beaumont -, and 
by Mr. George Sinclar in the Coal-works of Scotland. This 
I doubt not but yon will readily allow me to be as pro- 
bable a material for the Oyl of this fecond fort otperpe- 
tual Lamps i as that of Pitchfordwas, for the former.- 
But how this, or that, (hall be fo menaged, as to be put 
intoa. Lamp, and this Lamp perpetually iupplyed, and 
placed wherever it mall be defired ; as it feems the Lamps 
of the Ancients might, this fire being fometimes found 
m little Pots, Glajfes or Vrnes, without any fuch duclus 
to them as we required atPitchford, or might do here^ 
is a difficulty perhaps not eafily conquered. To which I 
muft confefs that I have only this to fay, that unlefs 
there can be a preparation Cbymically made out of thefe 
bitumnious materials, which thus naturally take fire of 
themfelves, or preferve it without a W&kj, a fmall quan- 
tity whereof mail maintain fo tenuious a flame as that 
there mail be no confiderableconfumptiahof the mat- 
ter in many years ( fuch as the flame over the Well,- and 
Earth about it, in one Mr. Hawkleys ground in Lanca- 
Jhire, that (like the fire of Plato } only Jhines and does 
not burn } we muft be contented to be tyed to the pla- 
ces where thefe materials are. But if we can be content 
to quit thefe materials, and to think that thefe Lamps 
{ as many have done ) did not fhtne or burn for all the 
time they were inclofed in thefe Tombs, but were only 
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inkindled by the atlmijjion of Air when open'd : I have 
thought of away not at allJyableto any of the defects 
or inconveniencies, of the two former vtaie's-, whereby 
txGlafs of liquor inclofed in another ( like the Vms of 
Olylfms )-upoii immijjion of external Air, ;fhall certainly 
Jbme/. though it did not fo before. And 'tis this: take 
a lmall Phial, into which put a little of the liquid Phof- 
phoms ("which you all know, if the Phial be ftcipt, Jhines 
not at all, the external Air being excluded from it) in- 
clude this in another Glafs, as fuppofe the recipient of 
an Air-pump, out of which if the Enjrinbo ft:a6Gh } 'fbthat 
the Jit may be well exhaufted, the [olidPhoJphorm it felf, 
will leave off Jhimng in ten hours timcj thbu'ghin the 
Summer-quarter ; and the liquid in fewer, lb that it /hall 
Jhine no more, than when the bottle containing it, is ftopt 
with a Cork; and both of them will be extinguifht pro- 
portionably in a yet lefs time, if the Air be taken from 
them in the Winter feafon ; as has been frequently ex- 
perimented by my worthy Friend Frederici^6lare M. D. 
and mall again be repeated as loon as 1 can procure a 
nice Air-pump fit for the purpofe. Now let fiich an ex- 
haujled Recipient with the included Pbojphor us, be placed 
in a Tomb or Vault which are comnvuily .dark, and if 
ever found, and the outer Glafs broken ( as ufually fuch 
thingsare, by ignorant Men imployed in digging ) pof- 
fibly there will appear, upon immijjion ok the Air, as good 
a perpetual Lamp, as fome that have been found in the 
Sepulchres of the Ancients , tho in all probability of a 
different kind, from all, or moif of them, 
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